
POWERS OF LANGUAGE IN KABBALAH: 
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To say more than human things with human voice,
That cannot be; to say human things with more
Than human voice, that also, cannot be;
To speak humanly from the height or from the depth
Of human things, that is acutest speech
—Wallace Stevens, “Chocorua to its Neighbor”, Collected Poems1

I. Introduction

This article shall describe two kinds of power2 of language—sound and 
breath—which are discussed in Kabbalistic writing. The assumption that 
language, and especially sacral language such as Hebrew (which is often 
described in Jewish literature as Lashon Hakodesh—the holy tongue), is 
replete with power can be found in numerous Kabbalistic texts, as well 
as in many works belonging to other genres of Jewish writing.3 The latter 
include Talmudic/Midrashic literature,4 Halachah (Law),5 Philosophy,6 
Biblical exegesis,7 Mussar (Ethics)8 and Magic.9 At the risk of generaliza-
tion, one can postulate that the belief in the power of language is a core 

1 Stevens 1967, 300.
2 For the methodology of “kinds of power”, which treats power as a varied phenom-

enon, instead of attempting a single definition of this concept, see Hillman 1995. For 
“kinds of power” in Kabbalah, see Garb 2001, 45–71.

3 One of the earliest sources of the idea of the power of language is Sefer Yez �ira; on 
this book, see Liebes 2001.

4 See Urbach 1975, II:733–40; Scholem 1972, 69–77; Holdredge 1996, 198–201, 
317–21.

5 See, e.g., the commentary of Rabbenu Nissim on BT Nedarim 2A, on the conven-
tional nature of languages besides Hebrew. [All translations from the standard Vilna 
edition of the Talmud are my own]. Statements such as these underlie numerous legal 
discussions relating to the laws of vows, oaths and other “speech acts”.

6 See, e.g., the references to the views of Maimonidies and R. Yehudah ha-Levi (author 
of the Kuzari) below.

7 See, e.g., the opinion of Nahmanidies, discussed below.
8 For the modern (19th–20th centuries) Mussar movement, see, e.g., the interesting 

discussions found in Bloch 1953, I:41–2.
9 See, e.g., Janowitz 1989; Lesses 1998; Harari 1997/98.
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component of numerous forms10 of Jewish religiosity and culture. Fur-
thermore, the belief in the power of language, and its associated forms of 
discourse and practice, is in no way endemic to Jewish culture. Not only 
can similar ideas be found in relation to Arabic or Sanskrit, but it can be 
easily shown that much of Jewish discourse on this issue was formulated 
in response to, and in polemic against,11 parallel beliefs found in other 
religions.12 These comparative issues will concern us in the later section 
of the article, and at this point I wish to demarcate the kinds of power 
which shall be explored subsequently, and distinguish them from those 
which cannot be addressed here.

Firstly, I will focus on belief in the power of non-semantic aspects 
of language furthest removed from the communicative and conven-
tional linguistic modes. We shall not deal with the power of text, nar-
rative, or even with the power attributed to chosen units of language, 
be they phrases or names. These issues have been examined at some 
length in modern research on Jewish mysticism,13 though of course this 
topic is far from exhausted. Secondly, even within the broad area of the 
power of non-semantic language, I will not take up the powers sup-
posedly created by the atomization—or in contemporary parlance, 
deconstruction—of language into its constitutive elements—such as 
phonemes, syllables or letters.14 In my view, when a Kabbalist claims 
that the full power of language is accessed by the re-combination 
of the letters of a divine name or some other word, this practice still 
retains a certain semantic valence. Practices such as recitation of let-
ters, as opposed to entire words, or manipulations of the letters, such as 

10 However this assumption is not shared by some philosophical writers, most nota-
bly Maimonidies, who held that even the Hebrew language is conventional, and has no 
powers beyond the human facility of communication, see Maimonidies 2002, Part 3, 
Chapter 8. Cf. the response of thirteenth-century Kabbalist Moses Nahmanidies (1959, 
I:492 [Exodus 30, 13]).

11 See Alony 1980.
12 Of course, Jewish discourse on the power of Hebrew cannot be reduced to the 

polemic with Muslim ideas of the holiness of Arabic. The roots of the Judaic view of lan-
guage can be traced to early strata of the Bible, such as the account of creation by divine 
fiat. These Biblical roots also influenced Christian ideas, as evidenced by the notion of 
the Logos in John. However, the idea of the holiness of a particular language did not tally 
with later ecumenical trends, so that (as a whole) the idea of a chosen tongue developed 
in Islam and Judaism more than in Christianity. On Judeo-Christian views of the power 
of language, see Stroumsa 2003.

13 See Scholem 1972; Idel 1992; Pedaya 2001, 73–6, 92–6.
14 These kinds of power have been addressed at length by Moshe Idel (Idel 1992; Idel 

1989).
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numerology, can be seen as alternative forms of semantic meaning, or 
even as attempts to recapture the semantic fullness of divine language as 
opposed to ordinary human language.15

Rather, I shall discuss two kinds of power attributed to radically non-
semantic dimensions of language, dimensions not to be found within 
most modern understandings of the nature of signification. The first 
is the power created by the voice, and by the sound produced within 
speech acts. The second is the power of breath, which naturally accom-
panies the production of this sound. These dimensions of the power 
of language have been addressed to a relatively lesser extent in existing 
research on Kabbalah. It is important to stress that the issue of breath 
and language has not yet been made the focus of any research. From a 
comparative point of view, and especially in terms of possible resonance 
with Tantric ideas and practices, as suggested below, this lacuna is espe-
cially significant.

In the course of the discussion, we shall find that the commonality 
between these two forms of power often lies in the underlying assump-
tion of isomorphism between the human and the divine. In other words, 
human voice is seen as an isomorphic extension16 of the divine voice 
and human breath stands in a similar relationship to divine breath. One 
should differentiate the notion of isomorphism from the similar idea of 
a continuum, as in the idea of the ‘great chain of being’.17 Two entities 
can be isomorphic, and thus in a reciprocal relationship, even if there is 
no spatial or structural continuity between them. The idea that an entity 
can affect an isomorphic entity,18 or even extend it and manifest it, can 
be likened to the physical idea of action at a distance, without necessar-
ily traversing a continuum.

As a final introductory caveat before describing the kinds of power 
themselves, I wish to stress that we are not dealing here with the his-
torical narrative of the development of these two themes in Kabbalis-
tic writing, its roots and offshoots. Rather, this is a phenomenological 
exploration of certain cultural forms, containing both discourse and 
practice, which pertain to the nature and efficacy of language. This form 

15 See Idel 2002, 13, 423–7.
16 See Lorberbaum 2004.
17 See Lovejoy 1960. For the Jewish context, see Blumenthal 1987; Mopsik 1993, 402, 

435; Idel 2005.
18 See Idel 1988, 173–91, as well Garb 2004, 122–41.
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of exploration can better facilitate comparison with other cultural con-
texts than a detailed examination of the internal history of Kabbalistic 
ideas of language, without in any way detracting from the importance of 
historical studies. This being said, I shall not refrain from observations 
on questions of influence and context where it serves the thrust of the 
discussion. At this point, it suffices to observe that the themes presented 
here, like much of Kabbalistic discourse on the power of language, are 
mostly the products of relatively later developments in Jewish mystical 
thought, most markedly Hasidism.19 These can be opposed to earlier 
(more Shamanic as it were) forms of Jewish mysticism,20 which tended 
towards visual, rather than linguistic and auditory, kinds of power.21

II. Sound

There is nothing in the world which does not have a sound (Zohar 1, 
92A).

Our first kind of power is that of Kol—a Hebrew word with two closely 
related meanings: sound and voice. In the texts to be examined here, 
and others like them, it is important to question which (or possibly 
both) meaning is being employed in any given case. A second problem 
related to the power of the voice concerns various ideologies crystallized 
around the supposedly Jewish approach to the relationship between 
sound and power. One such ideology is that of silence: I cannot here 
trace the history of the notion (which is not representative in any way 
of Jewish writing) that silence is in some way superior to sound.22 Suf-
fice it here to cite a representative modern formulation, that of Edmond 
Jabes, who wrote that: “The divine utterance is silenced as soon as it is 
pronounced. But we cling to its resonant ring, our inspired words.”23 

19 I hope to develop this suggestion at greater length in a future study of power in 
modern Kabbalah.

20 See Pedaya 2002, 49–69, 77–8, 86–9, 94–5; Pedaya 2003, 130.
21 See Garb 2001, 67–8. For a detailed discussion of the salience of the visual dimen-

sion in Jewish Mysticism, see Wolfson 1994.
22 Notable representatives of this approach are Maimonidies (see Maimonidies 2002, 

Part 1, Chapter 59) and the famous twentieth-century mystic, Rabbi A.I. Kook, in his 
commentary on the letters and vowels (Kook 2003, 181. See also Schwartz 2001, 190). 
See also the Talmudic statement (BT Hagigah 14A) that the Torah was “given in a whis-
per”. This text seems to go against the general sense that the revelation of the Torah was 
a “sound event”, as we shall see below.

23 Jabes 1991, 85.
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Here, words are an attempt to recapture what some modern poets have 
described as “the sound of silence”.24 However, again, this claim, which 
subordinates sound to silence, is not by any means representative of 
Kabbalistic writing, nor indeed of the main body of Jewish writing, in 
so far as we can make any general statement with regard to the latter. A 
second ideology is that which opposes the voice, or discourse in general, 
to power.

As opposed to these ideologies, numerous texts echo the following 
claim—powerfully expressed by Paul Valery: The power of poetic lan-
guage (as opposed to abstract thought) is not in its sens (sense) but in 
its son (sound).25 This idea is often connected to the Biblical verse: “Kol 
Hashem BeKoach”26—the voice of God is powerful, or literally in power. 
Here, God reveals himself as voice or sound and as power. It is worth 
tracing the subsequent unfolding of this idea through its roots in the 
Talmudic/Midrashic literature. An oft-cited Midrash,27 discussing the 
voice of God heard at Sinai, uses this verse in order to expound on 
the plural nature of revelation: “The voice28 of God in power,29 it does 
not say ‘its power’ [i.e. the power of the divine voice] but ‘in power’—the 
power of each and every one [. . .] each and every one according to their 
power”.

The claim here is that revelation is differentiated according to 
subjective capacity.30 The divine voice is not an impersonal power, 
which overwhelms the subject31—as in Otto’s understanding of the 

24 The Biblical source is: I Kgs. 19.12.
25 See Greene 1997, 256–7.
26 Ps. 29.4.
27 Exodus Rabbah, 5, 9. See Holdredge 1996, 282–4, 309–10; Heschel 1965, 269.
28 According to the continuation of the Midrash (on three sounds heard throughout 

the world: the sea [or sun, depending on how one reads the text], rain, and the soul 
when leaving the body at the hour of death. A parallel text [BT Yomah 20B] substitutes 
the sound of the masses of Rome (vox populi) as one of the three sounds) kol is under-
stood here more as pure sound than as a voice, which explains the need to modulate it 
so as to protect the recipient of this sound.

29 According to various Midrashic texts (e.g. Mechilta De Rabbi Shimeon 19, 16) these 
voices described in Psalms were the very voices heard at Sinai.

30 A very similar idea is expressed in visual terms: see Pesikta de Rav Kahana 12, 25, 
and Holdredge 1996, 283, 310, as well as Idel 2002, pp. 19–53. Cf. also the images of light 
in a parallel in BT Sanhedrin 34A.

31 Cf., however, the reading offered by Gotlieb-Zorenberg 2001, p. 269. Her reading 
is somewhat supported by Exodus Rabbah 29, 8, where the divine voice is described as 
depleting the power of Israel. This notion may in turn be compared to the idea that the 
study of Torah weakens one’s (physical) power, as found for example in a passage BT 
Sanhedrin 26B (part of which shall be discussed below).
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tremendum32—but is rather adapted to the power of each individual. 
As the Midrash goes on to say: even to the limited ability of pregnant 
women to absorb force. Or as the Midrash puts it, Moses according to 
his power, and others according to their power. A beautiful elaboration 
in the Midrash further develops the intimate nature of the experience of 
the voice according to the personal power of the subject. The Midrash 
describes the taste of the Manna, which was modulated according to 
the capacity of each individual: While young men indeed experienced 
it as bread, suckling babes tasted it as their mothers milk, and the ill as 
porridge. By means of this tactile example,33 the Midrash then argues: 
if the Manna could transform itself in this manner, than all the more so 
that the voice of God, which was full of power (shehaya bekoach), could 
change for each individual. In other words, divine power is of necessity 
polyphonic. Power is manifested by its versatile capacity for modulation34 
and accommodation rather than by its impersonal nature.

This idea is echoed in another Midrash: “What is ‘the voice of God in 
power’? how can one say this, for even the power of one angel cannot be 
withstood by any creature [. . .] and of God of whom it is written: ‘I fill 
heaven and earth’,35 all the more so! So how then does He need to speak 
powerfully? But rather this was a voice that Moses could bear.”36

In Talmudic/Midrashic literature, the moment of sonorous individual 
revelation is not regarded as a unique and transient experience. Rather, 
it can be continuously recaptured in the practice of the community. For 
example, in a section replete with mystical and theurgical material, the 
Talmud37 states that:

Whoever enjoys the meal of a bridegroom and does not make him joyful 
transgresses against five voices38 as it is said:39 “The voice of joy and the 
voice of happiness, the voice of a bridegroom and the voice of a bride, the 
voice of those who call: praise the Lord.” And if he does make him joyful, 
what is his reward? Rabbi Joshua Son of Levi said: He gains the Torah 

32 See Otto 1958, 19–23, 190–3. In many ways, Otto’s account does not reflect the 
approaches found in numerous Jewish texts.

33 Cf. Song of Songs Rabbah 5, 16, on God “sweetening” his word so that it could be 
withstood by the people.

34 Cf. Exodus Rabbah, 4, 1.
35 Jer. 23.24.
36 Midrash Tanhuma, Yitro 11.
37 BT Berakhot 6B.
38 ����� ��	�
 ����. This can also be rendered as: “neglects five voices”.
39 Jer. 33.11.
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which was given with five voices, as it is written:40 “And on the third day 
[. . .] there were voices [. . .] and the voice of the Shofar41 grew stronger 
Moses spoke, and God answered him with his voice [bekol].”

In this text, revelation of Torah, as a plurality of voices, is re-attained 
by the individual who adds his voice to a communal celebration. As the 
revelation at Sinai is itself described in Talmudic/Midrashic literature as 
a wedding celebration,42 the wedding feast is seen as an opportunity to 
recapture the moment of individual access to the voices of the Torah.

However, whilst in texts such as these the power of the divine voice 
adapts itself smoothly to the capacity of the recipient, this is not always 
the case. In what I term the “passive model”43 of the power of voice, the 
divine voice powerfully takes over the human voice, creating a posses-
sion-like experience of automatic speech. This model can also be traced 
back to Talmudic/Midrashic literature,44 and was subsequently devel-
oped and gradually altered in Kabbalah and Hasidism. A classical45 state-
ment belonging to the passive model is: “The Shekhinah spoke from the 
throat of Moses.” Here Moses, as an exemplar of the selected individual, 
is a passive medium for the divine voice. The emphasis here is on the 
transparency of Moses, rather than on his personal power.46 The divine 
voice does not adapt itself to the power of Moses, or to the power of oth-
ers for that matter, but rather overwhelms and possesses him.

This passive model of the power of the voice was especially preva-
lent in the Safedian Kabbalah of the sixteenth century. Within texts 
produced by the school of the famous Isaac Luria one can find a rather 
sophisticated development of this model. According to one statement 
by R. Hayim Vital, the production of voice during study produces 

40 Ex. 19.16–19.
41 In this context, I cannot address the numerous discussions of the power of the 

voice of the Shofar (see, however, Garb 2004, 140).
42 See, e.g., BT Ta’anit 26B; Exodus Rabbah 52, 5.
43 For the passive model of power, see Garb 2004, 66–71. Cf. the extensive material 

discussed in Goldish 2003. In many of the cases discussed in the various articles in this 
collection, possession was manifested by a voice—divine or demonic—overpowering 
the possessed individual.

44 See Naeh 1993.
45 Though often attributed to the Sages of the Talmud (as in a text by Shneur Zalman 

of Liady cited anon), this statement is not found in the Rabbinic texts known to us, and 
is in fact found in the “Rayah Mehemnah” section of the Zohar (3, 232A).

46 Cf. Epstein 1993, 51a (another text from this work will be discussed anon), where 
there is a description of the Shekhinah speaking from the throat of certain individuals 
without their conscious knowledge.
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Maggidim, or possessing angelic forces.47 Furthermore, Vital’s theory 
is founded on the “enclothing” of the divine voice within the human 
voice.48 However, this should not be understood as a simple case of pos-
session, but rather as a cyclical relationship of “mutual empowerment” 
between human and divine vocal power. Here the passive model is subtly 
altered from an experience of possession to a more mutual relationship. 
According to another text by Vital,49 when the human voice is raised in 
woe, it rises to the divine eyes and produces tears, and then descends 
to the divine mouth and produces a sound containing consolation and 
hope. This divine voice then descends into the human voice. In other 
words, the envelopment of the human voice by the divine voice can be 
the result of a prior activation of the divine by human vocal production. 
This model establishes a more complex interaction of passive and active 
modes of power.

Whilst these texts describe a charged mystical moment, numerous 
Hasidic texts extend the prevalence of the experience of the Shekhinah 
speaking out of one’s throat. This extension transformed this state from 
an intense ecstatic moment to a characteristic of sacral language as such. 
For example, R. Zeev Wolf of Zhitomir (18th c.), writes in his Or ha-
Meir:50 “Whoever has in him the knowledge of his maker and expresses 
words in a perfect manner, is called Moses51 and as his power was then 
so is his power now as well, and the Shekhinah speaks from his throat.”

Here, the power of Moses, which includes automatic speech, is acces-
sible to “whoever has knowledge of his maker”. Any such person, when 
he “expresses words in a perfect manner”, is regarded as if the Shekhi-
nah speaks from his throat. Rabbi Abraham Yehoshua Heschel of Apta 
(18th–19th c.), takes this extension a step further and writes in his “Ohev 
Yisrael”,52 that “the Shekhinah speaks from the throats of all of Israel.”

47 See the texts and discussion in Meroz 1980, 43, 45 (I believe and hope that an 
expanded version of this important study will be published as a book in the future).

48 See Fine 2003, 293, 295; Idel 2005. Cf. a statement by a contemporary and 
interesting Hasidic writer, in the anonymous Sheva Enayim 1998, II:102, on 
the “enclothing” of paradisical souls of the righteous in the breath of the righteous 
individual.

49 See the text and discussion in Meroz 1980, 46–7.
50 Zeev Wolf of Zhitomir 1954, 141b. For a similar Hasidic move with regard to 

Messianism—which is relocated from a unique figure or historical moment to the every-
day religious experience—see Idel 1998, 286–7.

51 This idea of the extension of Moses is a classic topos: see Heschel 1995, 37.
52 Abraham Yehoshua Heschel 1863, 36.
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Until now, we have discussed the descent of the divine voice into human 
vessels—which can be experienced either as possession or as part of 
a process of mutual empowerment. Now, I wish to turn to the oppo-
site direction: the ascending effect of the human voice or sound on the 
divine realm. This direction—which entails the production of power as 
a result of human activity—appears already in the Talmudic text on the 
wedding sound cited above. This distinction deals less with the nature 
of the experience, and more with the direction of the vector of sonorous 
power.

The Talmud53 states that whoever recites the liturgical phrase (which 
is part of the famous Kaddish prayer) “Amen, may his great name be 
blessed for ever and ever” with “all his power” (bekol kocho), merits that 
a negative judgment that has accumulated for 70 years will be annulled. 
What is important here is that there is a move from the magical or theur-
gical power54 of a chosen unit of language55 to the power of the sound 
created by its utterance. This plain interpretation of the text—all (kol) 
his power as a loud sound (qol)—is found amongst certain Ashkenazi 
medieval commentaries, which reinforce it with a Midrashic parallel.56 
Other commentators, most notably Rashi,57 render “all his power” as 
“the power of his intent”.58 This move seeks to translate the vocal into the 
mental. However, the opposite move is far more prevalent: For example, 
an oft-cited dictum is “hakol meorer hakavvanah”—the sound awakens 

53 BT Shabbat 119B.
54 See Zohar 2, 128B; 3, 220A, where the recital of this phrase in a loud voice is 

described as breaking the powers of evil as well as awakening divine power (cf. 105A). 
On the Zoharic model of “awakening” power, see Garb 2004, 123–32. For more exam-
ples of agonistic conceptions of sacral sound as destroying or weakening the power of 
the forces of evil, see below.

55 The mystical powers attributed to this particular phrase are evidenced by the law 
that even one who is engaged in studying the structure of the divine chariot must pause 
when he hears this prayer recited (BT Berakhot 21B).

56 See Tosfot, Kol ha�oneh, ad loc. Cf. Devarim Rabbah, 11,1, where Moses (again) is 
described as increasing the sound of prayer upwards. Moses is like the saliach tzibuur, or 
cantor representing the praying community, who directs and enhances the communal 
sound. Cf. a Gnostic parallel (cited by Idel 1988, 371, n. 147) on the powers sounding 
the glory and sending it upwards.

57 Ad loc. See also the commentary of the Meiri, in his Beit Habechirah, ad loc, who 
combines the two interpretations. It is interesting that the Lurianic S�aar Maamarei 
Hazal (Vital 1898, 1B) rejects both the magical possibility that mere sound can annul 
decrees without repentance and the possibility that mere intention can annul a decree!

58 This interpretation is also adopted by some Kabbalists, see R. Jacob Ben Sheset, 
Meshiv Devarim Nechochim (Vajda 1969, 137).
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the intention.59 This phrase60 clearly subordinates the mental to the 
vocal, or the sens to the son.61

Furthermore, the practice discussed here, which can be observed 
today in synagogues, is the communal production of sound, briefly men-
tioned above (in the context of the wedding festivity). This is in turn part 
of a larger belief in the magical efficacy of collective prayer.62 Collective 
worship is effective precisely because it is vocal rather than mental. As 
Moshe Idel has put it in a study devoted to this theme, communal sound 
creates “sonorous communities”.63 In other words, the ritual community 
is constructed partly through its joint production of sound. However, it 
is important to bear in mind that as a communal practice, the produc-
tion of sound at various points in prayer was the subject of extensive 
debate in Halakhic (legal), as well as mystical, sources.64

At this point I am concerned less with the sociological dimension 
of beliefs pertaining to sound (which I shall return to anon) and more 
with the place of these beliefs within a larger set of ideas and practices 
concerning the power of voice and sound. As we shall see, in many texts, 
prayer and study are subsumed under the unifying category of sound/
voice, as in the expression ‘the sound of Torah and prayer’.65 In other 
words, the particular ritual forms are less cardinal than the effect of the 
ritual—the production of sound. Although study obviously includes 
mental operations, its efficacy is mediated through vocal production.

An example of this highly common view relates to the power of vocal 
study,66 which is believed to activate latent divine power. In his highly 

59 See, however, the opinion of the anonymous eighteenth-century Kabbalistic ethi-
cal treatise Hemdat Yamim (2003, I, 143), that this dictum refers only to the possibility 
of avoiding losing one’s place in the sequence of prayer, and that loud prayer is actually 
a distraction from deeper intention. This is part of the anonymous author’s polemic 
against loud prayer, which is part of a wider dispute in Jewish literature (see below).

60 It is often cited in Halakhic literature as reinforcing the need to recite blessings 
with a loud voice (See, e.g., the discussion in Magen Avraham on Shulchan Aruch Orach 
Chaim 101, 2, which utilizes theurgical argumentation).

61 Cf. the statement by the sixteenth-century Kabbalist Meir Ibn Gabbai in his highly 
influential Avodat Hakodesh [1954, part 2, chapter 4 to the effect that it is sound—not 
intent—which is isomorphic to the divine, and can thus have theurgical impact.

62 See, e.g., BT Berakhot 7B–8A.
63 See Idel 2002b.
64 See, e.g., Zohar 1, 210A. See also the interesting comment of the thirtenth-century 

Rabbenu Bahye (1972, III:281 [Dt. 6.7]) that the Torah should be studied loudly as it was 
given in sound, but prayer should be whispered. For the debate between the Hasidim 
and their opponents on this issue, see Idel 1995, 168.

65 As opposed to the differentiation proposed by Rabbunu Bahye (previous foot-
note).

66 See Idel 1995, 180–4.
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influential Shnei Luhot Habrith, Yeshiah Horowitz of Prague (16th–
17th c.),67 establishes a close connection between human creativity and 
the power of the divine voice. Horowitz offers the following interpreta-
tion to the Talmudic saying68 to the effect that God repeats the Torah 
mouthed by the sages: The divine voice heard at Sinai is described in the 
Bible itself as “ceaseless”.69 This voice, according to Horowitz, was the 
aspect of koach—both in the sense of power, as well as potentiality.70 
The Sages innovate “through the power” (bekoach) of the voice, and acti-
vate the potential contained in the voice through their study. We have 
here an interesting variation on the “hermeneutical model” of power. 
Study requires creative power—given by the voice, as Horowitz clearly 
states throughout the text—but it also activates the power latent in reve-
lation. Here, as in the Midrashic and Talmudic texts cited earlier, revela-
tion is embodied not so much by the written text, as by the oral voice.71 
The cyclical relationship between human and divine voice resembles the 
cycle of “mutual empowerment”72 found in the Lurianic texts adduced 
above.

The latter example should suffice to demonstrate that there is a defi-
nite continuity between various Kabbalistic speculations, and that these 
in turn seek to embellish classic Rabbinic statements. Until now we 
have surveyed a selection of texts dealing with the power of sound per 
se—whether active and passive, ascending and descending. In the fol-
lowing section, which will naturally be slightly longer, we shall examine 
the combination of this power with the breathing that accompanies the 
production of sound.

67 Shenei Luhot ha-Berith, cited and discussed in Ben Sasson 1959, 19–20; Silman 
1999, 100. Cf. the recently published “Writings of R. Menachem Mendel of Shklov” 
(a direct student of the nineteenth-century Kabbalist Elijah, the Gaon of Vilna), 2001, 
II:218. On the need to employ power in an apotropaic manner so as to combat the pow-
ers of evil, see Garb 2004, 56–7.

68 See, e.g., BT Gittin 6B.
69 Dt. 5.19. On this theme see Silman 1999, 31–3, 99–100, 126 ; Heschel 1995, 36, as 

well as Zohar 2, 81A (on the power of this ceaseless voice).
70 On this dual sense of power, see Hillman 1995, 97. For Kabbalistic discussions, 

see Garb 2004, 55–6. Cf. Elimelekh of Lisansk N.A, 203 [Likutei Soshanah], where the 
verse “the voice of God in power (bekoach)” is interpreted as follows: the voice of God is 
potential and is activated by the speech of the righteous.

71 For revelatory experiences facilitated through the union of human and divine 
voice, according to an important Hassidic text, see Idel 1995, 181. It is also important to 
note that Horowitz’s discussion contains an apotropaic aspect: the “filth of the snake” or 
evil power increases every generation, and thus there is a need to activate the stringency 
latent in the Law.

72 For this term, see Yamasaki 1988, 105–6, 156, 170; Wolfson 1997, 302; Garb 2004, 
34, 266.

LA PORTA_f11_230-269.indd   243 7/12/2007   4:22:51 PM



244 jonathan garb

III. Breath

Nothing is lost, even the vapor of the mouth has a place and location, and 
God makes of it what he does, and even the word spoken by a person and 
even a sound is not dispersed in emptiness and all have place and location 
(Zohar 2, 100B).

The Talmud73 refers to the Torah as “matters of Tohu (which one should 
translate as emptiness, not chaos) that the world is founded on.” This is 
a surprising version of the theurgical claim found in Rabbinic literature, 
to the effect that the existence of the world is founded on the Torah.74 
Rashi’s comment on ‘matters of emptiness’ is “mere speech and reading, 
and all speech has no real substance, just like this Tohu, and even so 
the world is founded on them.” This commentary expands the Talmudic 
saying, which refers to the Torah, into a profound reflection on language 
as such: speech is empty of substance, a matter of vapor, and yet it is the 
foundation of our human world.

One of these vaporous aspects of language is the breath. According 
to another Talmudic saying,75 the world is sustained through the breath 
created by children’s study. Here again, the world is sustained by the 
Torah, but not by its mental or semantic aspect, but rather through the 
breathing process involved in study. The breath of young children (tino-
kot) sustains the world not only because it is empty of sin76 (as the Tal-
mud goes on to say) but also because it is less dependent on meaning 
and cognition. The world is animated by pure breath.

According to many Kabbalistic texts, the power of speech lies in the 
hevel peh, the immaterial substance created by the act of speech as a 
modulation of breath.77 A classical statement on the interrelationship 
between breath and sound may be found in the Zohar,78 which proclaims 
that every deed produces a vapor (hevel) and every vapor produces a 

73 BT Sanhedrin 26B.
74 See BT Nedarim 32A, as well as Idel 1988, 171.
75 BT Shabbat 119B.
76 The theme of the effect of sin on breath recurs in some of the texts discussed 

below.
77 This is not the place to attempt to cover the extremely extensive Kabbalistic exege-

sis on the term hevel as it appears in Ecclesiastes. Similarly, I do not propose here to 
discuss the history of the relationship between God and air as conceived in Kabbalah, its 
sources and parallels. Finally, I do not propose to examine the role of breath in mystical 
techniques.

78 Zohar 2, 59A.
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sound, which ascends above and has theurgical impact. A general clas-
sificatory statement on this topic may be found in a statement by the 
Safedian Kabbalist, R. Hayim Vital (16th c.), the main student of the 
famous R. Isaac Luria. According to Vital,79 there are “three levels”—
breath, speech and sound. That is to say, the act of speech is associated 
with two further components, one being sound and the other breath or 
hevel.

An extremely influential text, found in Pardes Rimonim—the encyclo-
pedic opus of the Safedian Kabbalist, R. Moses Cordovero (16th c.)—
explains the power of breath as follows:

The letters of the Torah are not conventional but are spiritual, and their 
form relates to the internal dimension of their soul. This is why the sages 
were careful and exact with the shape80 of the letters [. . .] as they hint at a 
given spirituality [ruchaniut]81 of the supernal Sefirot [divine emanations], 
and each letter has a spiritual form and an exalted light which emanates 
from the essence of the Sefirah and descends from level to level in the 
path of the descent of the Sefirot. And the letter is a chamber and dwelling 
place for this spirituality. And when a person recites and moves one of the 
letters, this necessarily awakens82 the spirituality [ruchaniut] and sacred 
forms are formed from the vapor of the mouth which go up and connect 
to their root.

Shortly after, Cordovero adds: “Also from it [the pronunciation of the 
letter] will form from his breath a spirituality and reality, which is like 
an angel which ascends and connects to his root to hurry and act in a 
speedy and rapid way.”83

In these texts, the non-conventional nature of language is explained 
in the following manner: Speech and breath create a tangible real-
ity, which—through a “chain of being”84—ascends and connects to its 

79 See the texts and discussion in Meroz 1980, 45–6. A possible earlier source is Sefer 
Yez �ira 1, 8.

80 Cordovero clearly establishes a relationship between the breath and the form of the 
letters as two non-semantic dimensions of language. On the latter issue, see the begin-
ning of the next section.

81 For the history of this term, see Idel 1995, 66–7, 156–7, and the sources cited 
there.

82 For the “model of awakening” see above, n. 54.
83 Cordovero 1962, Gate 27, Chapter 2. On these texts, see Idel 1995, 165.
84 On this concept in the writing of Cordovero in the context of sound, see Idel 1995, 

161 (The text cited there is not a direct quote from Cordovero but rather a citation by 
his student Elijah Da Vidas, which most likely represents the opinion of Cordovero. See 
Idel, 1995, 346, n. 9).
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divine source. This enables semi-magical efficacy. The latter aspect of 
the process is described more clearly in another text at the climax of 
Cordovero’s work:

To explain the main aspect of intent [kavannah]: The person intending 
should draw spirituality down from the higher levels to the letters that he 
pronounces in order to be able to give flight to these letters [so that they 
may ascend] to the highest level to hasten his request. And the meaning is 
that the vapor of the person’s mouth is not an empty thing [. . .] but is spiri-
tuality which forms from the breath and this spirituality requires power in 
order to give flight to his request and lift the letters to the level he requires. 
And this is the main aspect of intent to draw down power in order for this 
power to raise the letters above and they will take on being in the “top of 
the world”85 and hasten his request.86

The magical effect of speech and breath is far more apparent in this text as 
is the emphasis on the concept of ‘power’. However, I wish to focus here 
not so much on the semi-magical idea of drawing down power (which 
has already been addressed at length in Idel’s work on Hasidism,87 and 
subsequently in my own work on power)88 but rather on the role of the 
breath in enabling ascent and in establishing continuity between the 
human and the divine realm. These dimensions of Cordovero’s model 
were significantly developed in the subsequent three centuries of Kab-
balistic writing, as we shall now see.

The seventeenth-century Kabbalist Abraham Azulai of Hevron, who 
was markedly influenced by Cordovero, wrote as follows in his Hesed Le 
Avraham:89

Explaining the matter of the words of Torah, the point is that man is the 
totality of the world, that man is the world and the world is man [. . .] in this 
case one can learn the hidden from the obvious that just as man’s existence 
is through this breath (hevel) that enters and goes out, in a similar man-
ner the world contains the secret of a subtle spiritual vapor (hevel) which 
resides in it and provides its vitality and existence.90 And this is the exten-
sion of the Shekhinah below, and the divinity found amongst the lower 
worlds. And just as in man breath enters and goes out so with the world 

85 Cordovero utilizes the Rabbinic expression, 	�� 	� ����.
86 Pardes Rimonim, Gate 32, Chapter 3. See also Idel 1995, 160.
87 Idel 1995, 92–93, 158–168. Cf. Idel, 2005.
88 Garb 2004, 105–12, 205–19.
89 Azulai 1989, 60 [part 2, Chapter 23].
90 On vitality and vapor, see the later (Hassidic) texts adduced by Idel 1995, 163, 

166.
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in respect of the secret of its vitality—vapor enters, that is the supernal 
spirituality (ruchaniut)91 and vapor goes out [. . .] and the matter is that 
through the spark of the soul92 which is attached to the cords (chevlei)93 
of the 4 worlds, reality joins with reality [. . .] and through the cord of this 
shining spark the voice of Torah ascends and breaks open the firmaments 
strongly,94 because the words form letters and sounds and then there is no 
power in the opposing forces to delay and divert it, however if one stam-
mers when studying the letters do not take form in air for they are weak.

Like Cordovero, Azulai emphasizes the connective power of the breath, 
as well as the formation of ‘spirituality’ through sound. However, the 
emphasis here is less on the magical operation of fulfilling one’s ‘request’, 
and more on the confrontation between the power of sound and breath 
and the forces of evil (which will concern us more anon). Azulai’s idea of 
the human breath as a model for the immanent and animating power of 
cosmic breath is slightly more developed in a later text, composed by the 
nineteenth-century Lithuanian Kabbalist Itzhak Haver (a third genera-
tion follower of the anti-Hasidic Kabbalist Elijah, the Gaon of Vilna):

The main vitality of man is by means of the air that he draws in and exhales 
through his mouth. In this manner, his vitality is renewed every moment, 
by each and every breath. This is also so in the supernal mouth of the 
primal anthropos (Adam Kadmon) and in all the higher worlds which are 
renewed every moment by the work of the lower ones. The work of Man 
is a “returning light” from below upwards, and he causes the air of breath 
to ascend from the lower mouth to the higher mouth, from which it re-
descends from above downwards, and renews creation through this work, 
for the purpose of creation is Man’s work from below upwards.95

One should not think that these texts merely reflect a cosmological belief 
in a kind of anima mundi. Rather, the isomorphism between human and 
cosmic structure is but the prelude for a structure based on the idea of 
a “chain of being”. However, this structure is not theoretical, but rather 
centered on practice—‘the voice of Torah’ for Azulai and ‘the work of 
Man’ for Haver. It is my sense that Haver’s approach (here, but not in 

91 For the role played by this term in Cordoverian and post-Cordoverian thought, see 
Idel 1995, 178–80.

92 For the Cordoverian and post-Cordoverian doctrine of the “divine spark” indwell-
ing in the soul, see Sack 2002, 39, 59, 179–80.

93 There is clearly a pun on vapor/breath (	��) and cord (	��).
94 The source for this mythic description is found in the Zohar: see, e.g., 3, 61A. Cf. 

Elimelech of Lizansk N.A., 75 [Slach], on loud voice as overcoming cosmic obstacles.
95 Haver 1995, 56.
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another text to be discussed anon) may be closer to an ‘isomorphic 
model’ of action at a distance while Azulai’s development places more 
stress on continuum.96 Again, these more structural issues are less cardi-
nal for our present purposes than is the role assigned to practice, and in 
the case of Azulai’s text, sonorous practice.

While Haver in this text (but not in another that we shall pursue 
shortly) writes in general terms of ‘Man’s work’, Azulai emphasizes the 
tangible power produced by the production of sacral sound, which is the 
sustaining power of the universe, and is thus able, in its full potency, to 
break through the obstacles surmounted by the cosmic evil forces.

The latter point deserves some elaboration. As I will shortly dem-
onstrate with parallel texts, the idea of breaking through the obstacles 
posed by evil powers through the power of sound is not theoretical. In 
other words, it is not so much part of the ‘doctrine of evil’, as a guiding 
principle of hermeneutical practice. In a discussion found shortly after97 
in the same voluminous work, Azulai writes:

When a person enters in a holy manner into the wonderful adhering to 
God through the study of the Torah, he should think that his sins cause 
him (God forbid) some obstacles through difficult questions [raised by 
the study], and he should strengthen himself to oppose them and nullify 
them, so that they do not separate him from his creator [. . .] and when 
one revises an issue and repeats it, and examines it many times, this is 
the cause of breaking the husks [kellipot] because the Torah is literally the 
secret of the breath [hevel peh] of man, the letters that are set in the mouth 
of man take on form in the air and they ascend [. . .] from reality to real-
ity, and through this ascent to the root, there is no doubt that those letters 
ascend and break through the air and open an opening above, and connect 
the person studying to divinity, and influence him with understanding 
and subtlety of intellect which was not previously within his intellectual 
power.

Azulai’s text predated (and influenced) the Hassidic understanding of 
study as a devotional activity, which affects adherence or connection 
to the divine. The assumption is that intellectual obstacles encountered 

96 For a Hasidic development of these ideas, cf. Shneur Zalman of Liady’s famous 
Tanya (1985, part 4, chapter 5) on the chain of being and the immanence of the divine 
breath of God in man as well as in language as a cosmic force. Cf. Da Vidas 1875, 48 
[Gate of Awe Chapter Ten], on God’s breath, animated by the letters of God’s name, as 
the source of life, which creates the ethical imperative to re-dedicate each of one’s breath 
to God.

97 Azulai 1989, 64 (part 2, chapter 28).
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during the process of study are emblematic of the interference posed by 
sin, and especially by its reinforcement of the forces of evil, or husks, 
which pose themselves between the devotee and the divine. The power 
of repetition lies not so much in its cognitive benefit, but rather in the 
creation of tangible linguistic substance through the action of breathing 
associated with speaking words of Torah. Following Cordovero, Azu-
lai describes the ascent of this substance, and adds the notion that this 
ascent facilitates the dismantling of the barriers between the student of 
the Torah and the divine. Through the “opening” to the divine, which re-
establishes the connection disrupted by sin, a flow of intellectual power 
descends back on the individual.

The idea of the breath and sound in religious practice as combating the 
barriers posed by the powers of evil recurs in a text by the seventeenth-
century writer, Naftali Bachrach (in his Emek ha-Melekh).98 However, as 
we shall now see, Bachrach gives this idea a more collective bent:

For Adam [through his sin] gave authority to the seventy masters [angelic 
or demonic powers] of the nations of the world and gave them lands above 
and below and made the external air impure, is it not just that it should be 
amended by his sons, that is us the holy people of Israel [. . .] and we need 
to amend it through the vapor of Torah and Mitzvot in our exile, in every 
place to give place to his throne of glory so that the Shekhinah may reside 
everywhere [. . .] and through this the external air will be amended [. . .] as 
in the time of the Messiah the external air will be totally purified.

I will address the national dimensions of this text in the conclusion, but 
here I wish to emphasize the idea of the impurity of the air of the lands 
outside the Land of Israel. This impurity—occasioned by the primal sin 
of Adam—will be rectified completely only in the Messianic era. How-
ever, the exile itself has meaning and purpose: the partial amendment 
of the sin of Adam by the purification of the air by the breath created by 
ritual activity (in this case, study and prayer which are also mentioned 
in a portion not adduced here being examples of a more general proce-
dure). Though again the text relates to the national, rather than individ-
ual dimension, the general framework is similar to what we have seen in 
the case of Azulai: sin empowers the forces of evil, and this state can be 
rectified by the energy created by breathing during ritual activity.99

98 Bacrach 1648, 1. For a discussion of this text, see also Liebes 1993, 105.
99 See Bachrach 1648, 1B, on weakening the powers of impurity by the breath of 

prayer, which ‘conquers’ the air.
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A later and extremely important station in the intellectual history of 
this theme is found in a popular and oft-printed treatise, the Derech Etz 
Hahayim by the eighteenth-century Italian Kabbalist, R. Moses Hayim 
Luzatto (Ramhal). Luzatto’s text is more complex than those cited up till 
now, and must be quoted at some length:100

And this is the word of the sage: “and Torah is light”—literally101 light, and 
not wisdom alone, and not an imaginary simile of light, but literal light, 
for this is the reality of the Torah above, and when the Torah enters the 
soul it fills it with light, like the sun entering a house. And furthermore, 
the image of fire was carefully and exactly chosen, for you will observe the 
coal which has not been lit, and its flame remains hidden and contained, 
and yet when it is blown on then the flame rises up and spreads and grows. 
And in the flame are apparent several colors that were not seen at first in 
the coal, yet all come out of the coal itself.
 So is it with the Torah which is before us, for all its letters and words 
are like coals, which left to themselves do not manifest but as dull coals, 
but when one makes an effort to study it, then from each letter rises a 
great flame, full of several colors—these being the forms of knowledge 
contained in that letter. And this is no metaphor, but the matter itself, 
simply and literally. For all the letters that we see in the Torah designate 
22 lights found above [. . .] and from this extends the holiness of the scroll 
of the Torah [. . .] and thus a scroll which has one ritual flaw is totally dis-
qualified for use, for the light does not stand upon it properly, in a manner 
which would enable the holiness to be drawn down to the people through 
reading from the scroll [. . .].
 But the soul of he who gazes at the letters does not attain anything but 
one obscure light, like the coal, but when one makes an effort to under-
stand and reads and re-reads, and strengthens himself to contemplate 
the text, then these lights take flame, and come out like the flame from 
the coal within the soul [. . .] and there is another matter, that the Torah 
has several faces, and the earlier ones have received102 that all the roots of 
the souls of Israel are in the Torah, so that they are 600,000 interpreta-
tions of the Torah which are apportioned to the 600,000 souls of Israel. 
And this is what is meant by the Torah exploding into several sparks [. . .] 
and the intellect of man is constructed correspondingly, that it has great 
power of apprehension, but when only it lights up through the power of 
contemplation.

100 Cf. the discussion of a shorter quote from this text in Idel 2002, 96–98. How-
ever, the reading suggested here does not necessarily support Idel’s assumption that the 
model presented in this text is one of a talismanic drawing down of power.

101 The recurrence of the phrase “literally” (mamash) in this and previous texts pre-
cludes reading them as metaphorical. Rather, the stress is on the substantive and con-
crete nature of the entities and processes created by study.

102 See Scholem 1969, 64–5; Idel 1997/98.
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 And on this it is said:103 “God gives wisdom from his mouth knowledge 
and insight”. For all beings were made from the speech of God [. . .] we 
find, that this mouth is the root of all created things, and this itself sustains 
them. And the vapor [hevel] which comes out of this mouth, the influence 
which extends to all things from the source [. . .] and the wisdom is already 
given from God in the hearts of all men, but in order to become powerful 
the mouth sustaining it needs to blow with force, and then it also becomes 
like the fire, which takes fire when blown on, thus when this influence 
descends from the mouth like the breath of blowing, the wisdom takes fire 
and the knowledge and insight that are already contained in it will be seen 
[. . .] and all these will not act except by means of the power of the blowing 
of the supernal mouth [. . .] and this is what Elihu said:104 “indeed it is a 
spirit in man, and the soul of the Lord of Hosts will give them understand-
ing”. The term “soul” is [. . .] in the sense of breath [neshima] and not in 
the sense of soul, that is the breath of the mouth, for it is this which gives 
understanding not days or years.

The structure and phraseology of this text clearly point to the influence 
of Azulai. Like the earlier writer, Luzatto stresses the role of repeated 
study in drawing down intellectual power. He also discusses at length 
the theme of vapor and breath in this process. However, there are several 
profound differences between Azulai and Luzatto in this matter: Whilst 
the earlier Kabbalist emphasizes the ascent of human breath, which then 
draws down divine influence, Luzatto chose to elaborate on the role of 
the divine breath, which descends and gives not only existence, but also 
understanding.

This is more than a difference in the directions taken by the powers 
involved in the process: While Azulai, following Cordovero,105 empha-
sizes the active role of human breath, Luzatto begins by stressing human 
intellectual effort, but when he reaches the issue of breath he only men-
tions the divine breath, and not the human act of breathing. It is pos-
sible that this is due to a more intellectualistic approach on Luzatto’s 
part: Azulai’s text is more mythical, and includes the agonistic theme of 
breaking the obstacle of the husks—which are not mentioned at all by 
Luzatto. For all of the latter’s repeated assurances as to the literal nature 
of the process he describes, when it comes to human action, he only 
refers to intellectual effort, but not to the quasi-magical effect of breath 

103 Prov. 2.6.
104 Jb. 32.8.
105 On Cordovero and Luzatto on language, see Idel 2002, 361.
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itself. It is possible to relate this difference to the divergence between the 
historical and cultural contexts of seventeenth-century Palestine and 
eighteenth-century Italy. However, it is also possible that the differences 
are due to the concerns of each author. While Azulai writes in a more 
devotional mode, Luzatto is essentially concerned with hermeneutical 
issues, as evidenced by the discussion (which I only quoted in part) on 
the relationship between the root106 of the soul (only briefly mentioned 
by Azulai) and the variant interpretations of the Torah.107 This contextual 
(as opposed to cultural/historical) explanation is reinforced by a parallel 
discussion found in a text by the above-mentioned Isaac Haver,108 who 
was in all senses closer to Luzatto and was greatly influenced by him. 
Despite this, Haver shows a greater affinity to Azulai: He writes that all 
vitality depends on the connection to God, but it is blocked in “the air 
of the land of nations”.109 However, the vapor created by the study of 
scholars and Tzadikkim [righteous ones] breaks those barriers110 and re-
creates the connection to God. In terms of the classification proposed 
above, Haver’s text belongs—as do Azulai’s statements—to the model of 
continuum, rather than action at a distance (which we found in a differ-
ent text by Haver, cited above).

If the distinction proposed here is correct, Azulai and also Haver, 
who places scholars and saints on the same level, stress the personal 
dimension of the production of ‘sacred breath’, whilst Luzatto empha-
sizes the textual dimension. Another way of phrasing this distinction is 
that Azulai’s text belongs to ‘the personal model of power’ and Luzatto’s 
discourse to the ‘hermeneutical model of power’. The usefulness of these 
categories can be exemplified by applying them to one further text, writ-
ten by the Hasidic author R. Yehudah Aryeh Leib of Gur (late 19th c.), 
in his Sefat Emmet.111 R. Yehudah explains the Talmudic dictum that 
“even the mundane speech of scholars requires study”112 as follows: Even 
after the scholars conclude their study, the breath produced by their 

106 The term ‘root’ also appears—in a more cosmological sense—in Cordovero’s text 
cited at the beginning of this section.

107 Cf. the comments of Horowitz on the activation of the latent power of the text 
(discussed in the previous section).

108 Haver 2000, 427.
109 Ibid., 332.
110 At the same time it also creates a protective wall against negative forces, see ibid., 

p. 331.
111 Yehudah Aryeh Leib 2000, 13 [Devarim].
112 BT Avodah Zarah 19B.
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“Torah” remains in their mouths, and thus permeates even their mun-
dane discourse. This text represents a move from scholastic dimensions 
of study to a far more concrete notion of a form of energy produced by 
the effort of study, which then extends into the mundane. The focus here 
is not so much on the text and its explication but rather on the personal 
power of the scholar.

I would like to conclude this section with an analysis of a powerful 
text, by the early nineteenth-century Hasidic writer R. Qalonimus Qal-
man Epstein, in his Maor Vashemesh.113 This text pulls together several 
of the themes discussed in this section, as well as the previous one:

When a person adheres his thought in the love of his creator and he is 
filled with longing and desire to worship God in Torah or prayer, then 
from the power of that passion he produces a simple voice from the walls 
of his heart,114 and in the vapor that emits from that voice is inscribed 
above all the aspect of his thought and any request that is in his heart to 
ask according to the aspect of his thought, all is included in that vapor that 
arises from his mouth, for the vapor includes the 32 paths of wisdom and 
the 5 books of the Torah according to the level of his thought because the 
letter he [= 5] of hevel [vapor] hints at the 5 books of the Torah and the bet 
[= 2] and lamed [= 30] hint at the 32 paths of wisdom. And when many 
of the people of Israel assemble to worship God in communal prayer or 
study, then through the vapor which ascends from their mouths the super-
nal worlds are unified. And through this action they draw down influx of 
all good things on the community of Israel. And this is the meaning of the 
Talmudic saying that the world exists by virtue of the vapor of the mouths 
of the young children of the schools.

Rabbi Qalonimus recognizes the import of the Talmudic saying on 
the breath of schoolchildren.115 In this text, study and prayer are again 

113 Epstein 1993, 31 [Genesis].
114 See below, n. 138.
115 Cf. the following passage from the Eretz Tov (late 18th–early 19th c.): “This is the 

secret of the saying of the sages that the world is sustained by the breath of schoolchil-
dren, for when the voice is the voice of Jacob when they study Torah then their breath 
sustains the world, for the breath derives from the vitality of the spirit of the mouth of 
God [. . .] all creatures and the world were made and formed and created and emanated 
by the power of the spirit of the mouth of God, when he pronounced the 22 letters, and 
through the power of the 22 letters all was created, and this is the secret of the spirit of 
God’s mouth and all depends on the spirit, and through the spirit the power of life was 
extended to all creatures,” Yishayahu Jacob Halevi 2002, 20. One should note the con-
nection between spirit, breath and power in this text (in general this Kabbalist accorded 
an extremely central place to the concept of power). On the relationship between spirit 
and power as part of the ‘phenomenology of the spirit’ in Kabbalah, see Garb 2004, 
67–8, and cf. Pedaya 2002, 74, 80, 139, 161, 201, 203.
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subsumed under the category of vocal power in which the mental 
aspect—thought—and the emotive aspect—longing and desire—of 
worship combine in a ‘single voice’. However, voice itself is but a means 
to form the power of the breath. It is true, nevertheless, that the scope of 
this power is re-determined (inscribed) by the quality of the thought and 
the desire of the heart.116 R. Nahum then stresses again that the Torah 
and wisdom itself are included in the power of the vapor/breath. Up to 
this point, the text focused on the individual, and the different degrees 
of spiritual power created by the transition from an internal and devo-
tional process to more tangible manifestations such as sound and breath. 
The result of the process—fulfillment of the desire or request117 of the 
heart—is also individual. However, R. Nahum’s next move is to extend 
this principle to the theurgical power of collective worship: The com-
munal breath and sound has a theurgic impact on the supernal worlds, 
and the end result of this impact is in turn collective—the descent of 
influx on the community. The basic model here, as in numerous Hasidic 
discussions of language,118 is Cordovereian. Language mediated through 
breath emits a tangible power which ascends and impacts the supernal 
worlds, which in turn emit influx which is drawn downwards. How-
ever, what is striking here is the focus on the community, as well as the 
explicit focus on non-semantic aspects of language, as evidenced by the 
interpretation given to the Talmudic saying on the study of children dis-
cussed above.

IV. Comparative Reflections

Our perusal of Kabbalistic texts and their Talmudic/Midrashic origins 
revealed two closely related cultural structures. In my opinion, both 
the presence of these kinds of power in Rabbinic texts, as well as the 
intensive use of these Rabbinic sayings in later texts argue for the need 
to consider Rabbinic and Kabbalistic understandings of the power of 
language within a common cultural framework.119 While in the Rab-
binic texts the ideas discussed here are far from representative (though 

116 On the heart, see below, n. 138.
117 Cf. the text cited from Cordovero at the beginning of this section, as well as the 

Hasidic text by R. Jacob Joseph of Polony, cited in Idel 1995, 74.
118 See Idel 1995, 180–1.
119 For the methodological questions surrounding this move, see Idel 1991; Garb 

2004, 44–9, and the sources concentrated there.
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also far from marginal) in Kabbalistic writing these preliminary notions 
were extensively developed. However, one should not err in supposing 
that the directions of thought and exegesis surveyed here in any way 
represent the opinion of Kabbalists as such—they are totally absent in 
many Kabbalistic texts. Therefore, they should be seen as part of a vast 
and varied literature.

The comparison between Rabbinic and later Kabbalistic and Hasidic 
approaches can be described as a ‘vertical’, intra-cultural axis. From 
here, I wish to move to an exploration of the ‘horizontal’ or inter-
cultural axis by looking at possible comparisons with similar structures 
in other cultural contexts. In the following section, we shall examine 
several constraints on the possibility of comparing the themes discussed 
here to other cultural contexts. These remarks will serve to balance and 
modulate the comparativist approach that will seemingly be adopted 
here.120

One may find various points of contact between the Kabbalistic views 
of sound and breath surveyed here, and similar ideas in Sufi writing (to 
mention but one instance of a spiritual system which had rather close 
contact with the world of Kabbalah).121 Of course, one can also range 
further afield, and consider comparing the non-semantic ideas of lan-
guage discussed here to those prevalent in other spiritual systems which 
were in contact with the Jewish world—such as the Hellenistic culture of 
Late Antiquity.122 However, for reasons which will soon become appar-
ent, I wish to focus on the comparison between views on the power 
of non-semantic dimension of language in Indian and Jewish culture. 
The historical contact between the Jewish world and the Indian culture 
was less extensive than the extensive ties between Judaism and Islam 
or Christianity.123 However, on the phenomenological level, there are 

120 The possibility of comparison between mystical traditions belonging to diverse 
cultural contexts is of course the subject of an extensive theoretical polemic. For a fairly 
recent and comprehensive summary, see Hollenback 1996, 5–17.

121 On breath as the “vehicle” of speech, human and divine, see the views of the thir-
teenth-century master, Ibn al-�Arabi, as discussed by Chittick 1989, 127. On the power 
of words in Sufism, see Sviri 2003.

122 See, e.g., Miller 1989. When examining parallels between Hellenistic non-seman-
tic ideas of language and the Indian ideas discussed below, it is worth recalling the stud-
ies of Dumezil (for all their known problems). See, e.g., Dumezil 1987, 51–9.

123 Though more prevalent than one might at first surmise. On the possibility of 
Indian influences in Sefer Yez �ira, see the discussion in Shulman 2002.
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fascinating parallels well deserving closer examination. One reason why 
I have chosen to focus on these comparisons is that similarities with 
Western mystical systems may be assigned to historical contact, while 
the resemblance between Jewish and Indian ideas is more supportive of 
a comparativist approach—all the while bearing in mind the method-
ological problems attendant on such an approach.

Striking similarities between Vedic (as well as post-Vedic) and 
Rabbinic/Kabbalistic views of language have already been discussed at 
some length by Barbara Holdredge.124 However, here I wish to compare 
Kabbalistic texts on the power of breath and sound to the rich mate-
rial on these topics collected by André Padoux. As Padoux himself 
notes, even the later formulation of his conclusions requires further 
elaboration,125 and I might be permitted to add that this is especially 
true in terms of the need for a theoretical analysis of his findings.126 This 
need is most evident in terms of a sociological contextualization of the 
more theological or cosmological texts that Padoux amasses (such as I 
shall essay in my concluding remarks).127 It is my hope that a comparison 

124 Holdredge 1996, 213–23, as well as the discussions cited below. Holdredge focuses 
on relatively earlier sources belonging to the mainstream theosophical-theurgical school 
of Kabbalah, and different results are obtained from consulting a different selection of 
texts, as suggested here. For an earlier attempt, see Fluegel 1902, 248–50. For an inter-
esting literary treatment of the resonance between Indian and Jewish mystical practices 
related to language, see Goldman 2000.

125 See his preface to Padoux 1990.
126 This is also the case with regard to Holdredge’s book for all of its remarkable scope. 

I must add that the findings presented here lead me to take issue with some of Hold-
redge’s more general summaries. Two examples should suffice: Holdredge claims that 
“the brahamanical tradition gives priority to the phonic dimension and the rabbinical 
and kabbalistic traditions to the cognitive dimension” (Holdredge 1996, 18). The texts 
surveyed here show that in the latter traditions, the phonic is at par with the cognitive; 
but cf. Holdredge 1996, 218–223, where auditory and visual are added as parallel dis-
tinctions to phonic and cognitive. At the same time, Holdredge (ibid., 214) compares the 
composition of the body of Brahaman by 48 sounds to the composition of the body of 
God by the Hebrew letters. However, as we shall see in the next section, the latter idea is 
visual rather than sonic! (The same reservation applies to the comparison suggested on 
p. 215). Here it seems that Holdredge has opted for a ‘structural affinity’ which not only 
contradicts her own distinction (which is in itself problematic), but also hardly tallies 
with the two structures that she compares.

127 See Padoux 1990, 147, n. 169, where he explicitly states that religious and mystical 
practice is not the main concern of his book (see, however, pp. 396, 399). A discussion of 
similar (Kashmiri Shaivite Tantric) material which emphasizes questions of practice to 
a greater extent may be found in Dyczkowski 1987, 195–204. Dealing with earlier mate-
rial, Holdredge has gone much farther in her discussions (Holdredge 1996, 343–93; cf. 
pp. 397–403) of “Veda in Practice” and “Torah in Practice”. However, here too I might 
add that Holdredge falls into the same pitfall mentioned just now when she claims (ibid., 
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between the extensive material organized by Padoux and the Jewish 
sources discussed here will contribute towards more general theoretical 
formulations of the power of non-semantic aspects of language.128

A striking example of the need for further theoretical reflection on 
Padoux’s discussion relates to the role of isomorphism. Padoux often 
refers to the correspondences between the human and divine or cos-
mic in both Tantrism and its Vedic and Upanishadic sources.129 Thus, 
Padoux notes that in these sources, breath and sound are both human 
and cosmic energies.130 However, Padoux does not address the precise 
nature of these correspondences: are we dealing with resonance, iso-
morphism, extension and continuity?131 Furthermore, he mentions the 
“constant ambivalence, a continuous shift in the descriptions from the 
human to the cosmic and vice-versa, which is a distinctive feature not 
only of the Tantric mind, but more generally of the Indian mind.”132 
At least with regard to the texts discussed here, the notions of isomor-
phism, resonance, etc. indicate complementary descriptions rather than 
ambivalence. These texts point towards rather precise models, which 
capture the interrelationship between human and divine power. In some 
models, divine power descends into human vessels and empowers them, 
in others, human power ascends and impacts divine power. In some 
cases, the relationship between human and divine power is mutual and 
cyclical. In all of these models, the process of influence can be ascribed 
to isomorphism or to a spatial continuum. Furthermore, the experience 
of the human recipient of power can be overwhelming, as in possession, 

387–8) that the public recitation of the Torah is primarily aimed at “communication of 
content” whilst the parallel Vedic recitation is cosmic maintenance through “reproduc-
ing the primordial sounds of the mantras”. Though Holdredge advances an interesting 
proof for her claim from Halakhic literature (I cannot here go into the rebuttal of this 
proof), one cannot but note that her description of the purpose of Vedic recitation could 
easily fit the discussions of Bachrach and Qalonimus (as well as other texts cited above). 
See also Alper 1989.

128 For a comparison between the Indian material on language cited in Padoux’s writ-
ings and Kabbalistic texts on language (those of Abraham Abulafia), see Idel 1989, 148, 
n. 80.

129 For extremely interesting remarks on the relationship between Tantra and ear-
lier sources, both Vedic and post-Vedic, see Padoux 1990, 29–38. This issue resembles 
the question of continuity between Rabbinic and Kabbalistic discussions that is raised 
here.

130 See, e.g., Padoux 1990, 24, 78, n. 122, 125–7, 405.
131 On p. 37, Padoux discusses “correlation”, “interplay”, “reenactment”, “interconnec-

tion” “identification” and “two movements of the same energy”, however these terms do 
not assist in a conceptual analysis of the relationship of the human and the divine.

132 Ibid., xi. Cf. the term “ambiguity” on p. 133.
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or modulated. I am fairly confident that similar subtle distinctions, or 
different ones, exist within the Indian texts, however these need to be 
extracted by finer analytical tools.

These reservations aside, Padoux’s discussion provides ample sup-
port for the possibility of comparing Kabbalistic and Tantric theories 
of the power of breath and sound. One such similarity is evident in the 
stress on the very unity of breath and speech,133 and on the power pro-
duced by this union.134 Another point of comparison lies in the remark-
able emphasis on the concept of power itself.135 In addition, there are 
several more particular themes—all discussed above in the context of 
Kabbalah—where a comparative effort might be fruitful (though again 
there is need for more detailed analysis). These include ascending and 
descending powers of sound,136 the ‘awakening’ of latent power (as in 
the doctrine of Kundalini)137 as well as other issues, such as engendered 
conceptions, which shall be briefly addressed in the conclusion of this 
article.138

At the same time, Padoux’s discussion also points towards striking 
dissimilarities between Kabbalistic and Tantric views of language. I am 
of course not qualified to determine whether Padoux is correct in con-
cluding that for the cultural belief system that he surveys “the move-
ment of the Word starts from—and returns to—a point where every 
word, every sound, fades out into silence,” so that “a study devoted to the 
powers of the Word finally leads to accept the preeminence of silence.”139 
However, if he is correct in his conclusion, then it marks a major point 
of divergence from most Jewish systems, as we have seen, ideas of the 
superiority of silence are by far outweighed by the stress on the impor-
tance of production of sound.140

133 For the specific term “vapor”, see ibid., 301.
134 See Padoux 1990, 26, 382; cf. especially the text by R. Qalonimus discussed at the 

end of the last section.
135 See, e.g., Padoux 1990, 37–41. On possession, or what I might term the ‘passive 

model’ of power, see ibid., p. 41. On power in speech, see ibid., p. 49. For an interest-
ing discussion of mantra in the context of the relationship between human power and 
divine power, see Findly 1989.

136 Padoux 1990, 125–6, 139, 413–5.
137 Ibid., 124–5.
138 One might also mention the idea of the heart as the source of sound, both in sev-

eral of the texts discussed here (see, e.g., above n. 114) as well as in those analyzed by 
Padoux (see, e.g., 1990, 128, n. 117, 388, 418).

139 Padoux 1990, 427–8; cf. 78–9, 375.
140 See also Hallamish 1981.
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This difference is closely related to the sociological question men-
tioned above. In the texts we have surveyed, the activation of the power 
of language is not the provenance of ritual specialists engaged in solitary 
or silent contemplation. Rather, it is accessible in the everyday life of 
the community, as in the study of children or the wedding celebration. 
In fact, we have proposed that the emphasis on non-semantic aspects 
of language facilitates more communal access to its power, rather than 
relegating this power to the realm of mystery. This is a further reason 
for the emphasis on sound over silence. In other words, ‘human power’, 
which stands in constant relationship to ‘divine power’, is that of the 
community (or the nation, as we shall see in the next section), rather 
than the personal power of a select individual. It is questionable if the 
same could be said for Tantric practice, although one should suspend 
judgment until we have more intensive studies of the sociology of the 
Tantric world.141 In any case, as for Kabbalah, it is probably advisable to 
avoid generalized descriptions of Tantra as such, and rather address the 
existence of various streams and schools of thought.142 Of course there is 
also the problem of differing time frames as our Jewish examples range 
from late antiquity to modernity. At the same time, the flourishing of 
the Tantric movement roughly parallels the rise of Kabbalistic writing 
in the Middle Ages.

A similar stipulation holds for the role of the sacred text. Although we 
have seen that the study of the Torah is usually subsumed under more 
general categories of ritual, there is definitely a ‘hermeneutical model’ of 
power, which focuses on activation of powers latent in the text through 
sound or breath. As opposed to special initiations, textual study is acces-
sible, at least in principle, to all members of the community. Again, it is 
doubtful whether a similar model is elaborated on within the Tantric 
world.

V. Concluding Remarks

Though the preceding discussion considered sound and breath as two 
separate issues, each with it’s own history and context, these themes can 
be seen as part of a wider cultural stance. This can be characterized as 

141 See, however, the recent discussion in White 2000. White emphasizes the role of 
ritual and even royal specialists in Tantric practice. See also above, n. 127.

142 This question is touched upon in the discussion by White 2000.
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a belief in the potency of radically non-semantic aspects of the speech 
act. This potency derives from the resonance (a term especially apt for 
the context of sound) between the human and the divine, whether it 
is described merely in terms of isomorphism, or in terms of an actual 
continuum. However, this resonance should be seen as a process rather 
than a mere structural given.

The focus of many of the texts discussed here is on manifestation, 
revelation and actualization. The concept of divinity that can be extrap-
olated from these views of language, human and divine, is far from 
static. Rather, the emphasis is on dynamic processes within the divine 
realm. It is my view that the focus on power is closely related to this 
dynamic theology. This emphasis on God’s becoming, or doing, rather 
than on his being is an expression of what one can regard (at some risk 
of generalization) as a core element of much of Jewish religiosity—the 
centrality of practice. Several of the themes raised in the article—such 
as the importance of the concept of power itself—can be associated with 
the role of practice as the ‘spine’ of Jewish spirituality.143 The centrality 
of language, discussed at the beginning of the article, did not in any way 
mitigate this stress on practice. Rather, language and practice merged in 
what one might term ‘linguistic practice’.144

In a similar vein, Idel145 has emphasized that the Hasidic world did 
not expound an ‘immanentist theology’, but rather a practice geared 
towards drawing down divine power through procedures related to lan-
guage. Indeed, even when dealing with seemingly theological issues such 
as revelation, most of the texts discussed here are primarily concerned 
with practice. It is this practical bent which also leads into the com-
munal nature of the understandings of language found in these texts. 
Linguistic practice usually tends to be communal in nature.146

However, despite this reservation, one should not occlude the central-
ity of the idea of immanence in many of the texts surveyed here: Breath 

143 For a more extensive elaboration on these arguments, see Garb 2004, 270–2.
144 Cf. Foucault’s concept of “discursive practices” (see Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982, 

63, 77–8, 82). Cf. also Padoux 1990, 106–9, 269 on the “power of activity”. For a general 
statement on the role of ritual in Tantric systems relating to language, see ibid., p. 47.

145 Idel 1995, 166–7.
146 In this sense it is interesting that less communally oriented writers, such as the 

anonymous author of Hemdat Yamim (who was probably a secetarian Sabbatean), com-
bined statements such as “the beginning and foundation of all tikkun [repair] is solitude 
[. . .] for the company of people is the cause of all iniquity and sin” (Hemdat Yamim 2003, 
268) with opposition to loud prayer, as discussed above (n. 59).
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and sound are regarded as two paths for the extension of divine power 
and presence into the human world.147 The co-habitation of breath and 
sound as two modes of immanence is especially evidenced in much of 
Hassidic discourse, as in the text cited above. The possession-like expe-
riences contained within the “passive model” discussed above can be 
seen as an extreme case of the descent of the divine through language. In 
this context, it is worth noting a text by the founder of the Habad school, 
Shneur Zalman of Liady (18th c.):148

The word of God animates and gives being to the great souls [. . .] like the 
soul of Adam, about whom it is written: “and God breathed into him a 
living soul” [Gen. 2.7] and like the souls of the forefathers and prophets 
and so on that were literally chariots for God and literally nullified in their 
being in relation to God, as the Sages said: “The Shekhinah spoke from the 
throat of Moses”, and likewise for all the prophets and possessors of the 
holy spirit, that the supernal voice and speech was literally enclothed in 
their voice and speech as the Ari wrote.

Shneur Zalman utilizes the texts belonging to the passive model (dis-
cussed in the first section of the article), such as the description of the 
Shekhinah speaking from the throat of Moses, and the Lurianic idea of 
the divine voice as ‘enclothed’ in human voice in an interesting manner. 
Shneur Zalman’s acosmic mystical theology, which stresses the need for 
self-nullification vis-à-vis the immanence of the divine is here framed 
within a ‘personal model’, which foregrounds selected individuals and 
their souls.149 The select individual here is marked by his passive stance 
towards the presence of the divine voice.

However, at this point one must introduce several constraints on the 
explanatory move suggested here: Firstly, one should not regard the idea 
of divine immanence through sound and breath as necessarily implying 
a sense of the full presence of the divine through language. For all of 
their belief in the potency and plentitude of language, many Kabbal-
ists were aware that language also limits and restricts. There are several 
statements which re-frame actual human language as a limited and 
condensed mode of pure sound. Already the twelfth-century Proven-
cal Kabbalist, Isaac the Blind, described the letters as being ‘carved 
out’ (hakukot), which denotes limitation, and as an extension of the 

147 Cf. Padoux 1990, 131.
148 Shneur Zalman of Liady 1985, Part 4, Chapter 25.
149 The close link between breath and soul surfaced in several of the texts we exam-

ined, and will also appear in some sources cited below.
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(unlimited) ‘pleasantness of sound’.150 Hasidic authors such as R. Levi 
Iasac of Berdichev (late 18th c.) described the letters as the ‘restriction’ 
(z �imz �um) of sound.151 A similar statement, by R. Tzaddok Hacohen of 
Lublin (19th c.) posits that the individual souls of Israel are the letters of 
the Torah, while the unity of the souls, prior to their individuation, was 
equivalent to the ‘great voice’ heard at Sinai.152

The latter text brings us to a second stipulation: Despite the emphasis 
on ‘personal power’ and individual experience in many of the texts we 
have pursued, we also encountered a strong national focus. In this vein, 
following a Midrashic move,153 the same writer (R. Tzaddok) wrote that 
“all of the power of Jacob [here as an archetype of the Jewish nation] is 
in the voice.”154 We have seen the text by Bachrach, which sees the holy 
people of Israel as the only true descendants of Adam, charged with 
purifying the air of the lands of the nations. This is by no means a sin-
gular instance. One later Hasidic writer goes so far as to suggest that 
the sins of the Jews result entirely from breathing the air ruined by the 
impure breath of the non-Jews!155 These statements form pat of what one 
might term the “national mysticism” of the Kabbalah.156

Like the national issue, the question of gender was not addressed 
here, but is nonetheless present in several discussions of sound, and 
actually deserves a separate study.157 In some texts, the voice is described 
as masculine, and speech itself as feminine.158 This is the interpretation 
often given to the Talmudic term for semi-prophetic revelation through 
sound, bat kol, or echo of the divine voice.159 According to this Kabbal-
istic interpretation, speech is the daughter of voice. A similar notion is 

150 Commentary on Sefer Yez �ira, printed as the appendix to Scholem 1986, 6.
151 Isaac of Berdichev 1958, 2 [Genesis]. Cf. Yishayahu Jacob Halevi 2002, 22–3, who 

writes that letters are in fact just breath, and that the differentiation between letters is 
the result of the restrictions imposed by the structure of the mouth during the process 
of voice production.

152 Tzaddok Hacohen 1973, 29 [Section 7]. Cf. Padoux 1990, 99, 142–3.
153 Cf. the Midrashic statement in Mechilta DeRabbi Yishmael, 92 [Besalach 2].
154 Tzaddok Hacohen 1967, 62 [Section 36].
155 Borenstein 1987, 304 [Toldot].
156 See also Wolfson 2000.
157 For now see the remarks on voice, gender and power in Idel 2005, 26–30, 205–12.
158 In light of this it is somewhat anomalous that in the revelation experienced by 

R. Joseph Karo, the speaker (Karo) was male, and the voice revealed to him—the Shekh-
inah or mishnah—was female. At the same time, the Shekhinah used the verse ‘the voice 
of my beloved presses”, which refers to the male lover in the Song of Songs. On the gen-
der relations and reversals in Karo’s experience, see Werblowsky 1977, 267–8, 280–1.

159 See, e.g., Ibn Gabbai 1954, part 4, chapter 24.
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found in the Zohar,160 which explains the sin of Eve, who separated the 
fruit from the tree of knowledge, as separating sound from speech.161 
The Zohar goes on to say that the exilic state is that of silence, which 
disconnects speech and voice.162 The Zohar then ascribes the verse, “To 
you silence is praise,”163 to this exilic state.164 This appears to be a polemic 
against Maimonidies, who used this verse as a proof of the virtue of 
silent contemplation.165 To return to the gender issue, it is striking that 
the Zohar describes the rite of circumcision as re-connecting speech 
and voice and amending the primal sin.166 From a comparative point of 
view, it is worth recalling mythic Indian descriptions of the word as a 
feminine divine figure—Vac—as well as the descriptions of this figure as 
expressing the potency of male deities.167 (On a more sociological level, 
one can compare these views of sound and gender to the silencing role 
played by the Halakhic prohibition on hearing a woman’s voice, which 
has been extensively discussed in contemporary literature on women in 
Jewish life).168

A final reservation is that here we have focused on the oral aspect 
of non-semanticized language but there are of course non-seman-
tic dimensions of written language which are visual in nature.169 One 
example is that of the graphic shape of the letters (mentioned in one 
text by Cordovero discussed above). Here, too, the operating principle 
is isomorphism: the shape of the letters is seen as isomorphic to the 
divine form.170 The possibility of human influence on the divine, which 

160 Zohar 1, 36A. On this text, see the important study of the late Charles Mopsik 
(1996, 409–410). For the dependence of female speech on male voice, see Zohar 1, 145 
A–B.

161 See the graphic description of the snake’s voice conjoining with the female voice 
“like a dog mating with a bitch” in Zohar 2, 111A.

162 Cf. Zohar 2, 25B.
163 Ps. 65.2.
164 On exile and language, see the text by Bachrach 1648, discussed above in 

Section III.
165 See above, n. 22. Cf. Maimonidies 2002, Part 3, Chapter 32.
166 Zohar 1, 98A. On this text, see Mopsik 1996, 405–6. On circumcision and lan-

guage, see Wolfson 1987.
167 See Padoux 1990, 9–11; cf. 106, 151–2.
168 See BT Berakhot 24A, as well as Hauptman 1998, 24.
169 Cf. Padoux 1990, xiv; see also 86, 110, 113.
170 See Idel 2002, 51–2, 54, 70–4. The most sustained discussion of the power of the 

form of the letters is found in the fourteenth-century Byzantine text, Sefer Hatemu-
nah, as well as associated works composed in the circle of the anonymous author. The 
texts composed in this circle often refer to the power of the graphic form (tziur) of the 
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extends from this isomorphism, can be found in a Talmudic narrative 
(most likely influenced by the mystical Heikhalot literature), which 
describes the ascent of Moses from Sinai to the divine realm: “When 
Moses ascended above, he encountered God tying crowns to the letters. 
God said: ‘Moses is there no greeting where you come from’? Moses 
responded: ‘Is there a slave who greets his master.’ God answered: ‘You 
should have assisted me.’ Immediately he responded: ‘May the power of 
God increase’[Num. 14.17].”171

It is striking that God requests Moses to empower him whilst he is 
engaged in completing the crowns of the letters rather than the letters 
themselves. It is possible that this text suggests that the theurgical power 
of language is contained in their formal, non-semantic aspect.172 This 
is certainly the interpretation given by some Kabbalistic writers, who 
identified the crowns with the power latent in language.173

However, it must again be noted that written language is often seen as 
a limited expression of the potentials and potencies of sound: For exam-
ple, R. Itzhak Haver, whom we encountered above, writes that in the time 
of Moses there was an experience of the direct presence of the divine, 
as the Shekhinah spoke from his throat.174 However, after his death, we 
are left merely with the written text, without the presence of the spoken 
word. Haver adds that whilst the letters denote this limited state, the 
vowels denote the ‘spirit and vitality’ of direct presence. This description 

letters (See, e.g., the texts found in manuscript and adduced by Garb 2004, 154). Sefer 
Hatemunah itself (1998, 16) clearly states that the tziur or graphic form of the letters is 
isomorphic to the tziur adam or the human form. This structure in turn draws on earlier 
Kabbalistic traditions—see e.g. the claim of Rabbi Isaac the Blind that man is “built in 
the letters”, Commentary on Sefer Yez �ira adduced by Pedaya 2001, 105. See also through-
out the Badei Haaron by R. Shem Tov ibn Gaon (14th c.).

171 BT Shabbat 89A.
172 This is also the opinion of Joseph Dan, Dan 1998, 113–4.
173 See, e.g., the often quoted passage found in the introduction to Ibn Gabbai 1954, 

which describes the crowns as the theurgical power of language. Note also the interest-
ing commentary of R. Tzaddok Hacohen of Lublin (1999, 144 [Selach 13]) who writes 
that the crowns designate the Oral Torah. This creative misreading leads away from 
a text dealing with the power of written language to the theme of the power of voice 
discussed above.

174 Haver 1995, 142–3. This understanding of voice as presence and writing as 
absence is similar to a central tendency in Western culture, as critiqued by Jacques Der-
rida (1978). See especially his discussion of Judaism—in dialogue with E. Jabes—ibid., 
68–70). However see Pedaya 2003, 130, who claims that the opposite tendency prevails 
in the Kabbalah of Nahmanidies. See also Handelman 1982, 175–6, and Idel 2002, 123–
8, 200.
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of the vowels rests on the classical idea that the vowels are the animating 
spirit of the letters,175 sometimes compared to breath.176

The possibility of comparison between Kabbalistic views of linguis-
tic power and similar ideas found in other mystical traditions was sug-
gested in the previous section. However, as suggested there, this option is 
significantly constrained by several of the cultural tendencies discussed 
here—the national character of numerous Kabbalistic statements, the 
focus on ritual practice, the emphasis on textual hermeneutics related 
to a given literary heritage, as well as a certain construction of gender 
relations. Nonetheless, this does not in any way detract from the import 
and significance of the findings presented above. Rather these reflec-
tions should be taken as cautions against sweeping universalizing moves 
à la Eliade or Jung.

I would like to conclude our discussion with a Midrash on the Tab-
lets of the Law, according to which one third of the tablets were held by 
Moses, and one third were held by God.177 The “two hands’ breadth” in 
between, also one third of the span of the tablets, remained in the mid-
dle between God and Moses. One can see this image as a representation 
of the nature of language as conceived of in Kabbalah. It does not belong 
completely to the realm of divine presence, nor to that of human prac-
tice, but rather to the ‘liminal’178 or ‘transitional’179 space in between.
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